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There have always been some people who believe they have a right not to be offended. Yet
throughout American history—from the Victorian era to the free-speech activism of the
1960s and >70s—radicals have pushed boundaries and mocked prevailing sensibilities.
Sometime in the 1980s, however, college campuses began to focus on preventing offensive
speech, especially speech that might be hurtful to women or minority groups. The sentiment

underpinning this goal was laudable, but it quickly produced some absurd results.

Among the most famous early examples was the so-called water-buffalo incident at the
University of Pennsylvania. In 1993, the university charged an Israeli-born student with
racial harassment after he yelled “Shut up, you water buffalo!” to a crowd of black sorority

women that was making noise at night outside his dorm-room window. Many scholars and

pundits at the time could not see how the term water buffalo (a rough translation of a
Hebrew insult for a thoughtless or rowdy person) was a racial slur against African

Americans, and as a result, the case became international news.

Claims of a right not to be offended have continued to arise since then, and universities have
continued to privilege them. In a particularly egregious 2008 case, for instance, Indiana
University—Purdue University at Indianapolis found a white student guilty of racial
harassment for reading a book titled Notre Dame vs. the Klan. The book honored student
opposition to the Ku Klux Klan when it marched on Notre Dame in 1924. Nonetheless, the
picture of a Klan rally on the book’s cover offended at least one of the student’s co-workers
(he was a janitor as well as a student), and that was enough for a guilty finding by the

university’s Affirmative Action Office.

These examples may seem extreme, but the reasoning behind them has become more
commonplace on campus in recent years. Last year, at the University of St. Thomas, in
Minnesota, an event called Hump Day, which would have allowed people to pet a camel,
was abruptly canceled. Students had created a Facebook group where they protested the
event for animal cruelty, for being a waste of money, and for being insensitive to people
from the Middle East. The inspiration for the camel had almost certainly come from a

popular TV commercial in which a camel saunters around an office on a Wednesday,

celebrating “hump day”; it was devoid of any reference to Middle Eastern peoples.
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Jess, the group organizing the event announced on its Facebook page that the event
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uncomfortable and possibly unsafe environment.

there is a broad ban in academic circles on “blaming the victim,” it is generally
Because :
idered unacceptable to question the reasonableness (let alone the sincerity) of
consider ; .
one’s emotional state, particularly if those emotions are linked to one’s group identity.
some

The thin argument “I’m offended” becomes an unbeatable trump card. This leads to what

Jonathan Rauch, a contributing editor at this magazine, calls the “offendedness
sweepstakes,” in which opposing parties use claims of offense as cudgels. In the process,

the bar for what we consider unacceptable speech is lowered further and further.

Since 2013, new pressure from the federal government has reinforced this trend. Federal
antidiscrimination statutes regulate on-campus harassment and unequal treatment based on
sex, race, religion, and national origin. Until recently, the Department of Education’s Office

for Civil Rights acknowledged that speech must be “objectively offensive” before it could
be deemed actionable as sexual harassment—it would have to pass the “reasonable person”
test. To be prohibited, the office wrote in 2003, allegedly harassing speech would have to go

“beyond the mere expression of views, words, symbols or thoughts that some person finds

offensive.”

But in 2013, the Departments of Justice and Education greatly broadened the definition of
sexual harassment to include verbal conduct that is simply “unwelcome.” Out of fear of
federal investigations, universities are now applying that standard—defining unwelcome
speech as harassment—not just to sex, but to race, religion, and veteran status as well.
Everyone is supposed to rely upon his or her own subjective feelings to decide whether a

comment by a professor or a fellow student is unwelcome, and therefore grounds for a
harassment claim. Emotional reasoning is now accepted as evidence.

If our universities are teaching students that their emotions can be used effectively as
Weapons—or at least as evidence in administrative proceedings—then they are teaching

students to nurture a kind of hypersensitivity that will lead them into countless drawn-out
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conflicts in college and beyond. Schools may be training students in thinking styles that will

damage their careers and friendships, along with their mental health.

‘What Can We Do Now?

Attempts to shield students from words, ideas, and people that might cause them emotional
discomfort are bad for the students. They are bad for the workplace, which will be mired in
unending litigation if student expectations of safety are carried forward. And they are bad
for American democracy, which is already paralyzed by worsening partisanship. When the
ideas, values, and speech of the other side are seen not just as wrong but as willfully
aggressive toward innocent victims, it is hard to imagine the kind of mutual respect,

negotiation, and compromise that are needed to make politics a positive-sum game.

Rather than trying to protect students from words and ideas that they will inevitably

encounter, colleges should do all they can to equip students to thrive in a world full of
ths taught by Buddhism (and

words and ideas that they cannot control. One of the great tru
Stoicism, Hinduism, and many other traditions) is that you can never achieve happiness by
s and habits of

making the world conform to your desires. But you can master your desire:

thought. This, of course, is the goal of cognitive behavioral therapy. With this in mind, here
are some steps that might help reverse the tide of bad thinking on campus.
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Thomas Jefferson, upon founding the University of Virginia, said:

= o & .). .\

This institution will be based on the illimitable freedom of the human mind.
For here we are not afraid to follow truth wherever it may lead, nor to

tolerate any error so long as reason is left free to combat it.
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We believe that this is still—and will always be—the best attitude for American
universities. Faculty, administrators, students, and the federal government all have a

role to play in restoring universities to their historic mission.

GREG LUKIANOETE is the president and CEO of the Foundation for Individual Rights in
Education and the author of Unlearning Liberty. He is the the co-author of The Coddling of

the American Mind, which originated as a September 2015 Atlantic story.
JONATHAN HAIDT is a social psychologist at the New York University Stern School of

Business. He is the author of The Righteous Mind and the co-author of The Coddling of the

merican Mind, which originated as a September 2015 Atlantic story.
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e trained by political correctness and more committed to free speech. From the

0ok, ough', it seems clear that the authors want students not to speak up, but to sit down and
shut up—or, if they must speak, to speak decorously, in ways that won't actually challenge or

change institutions.

The authors'_central thesis is, as they acknowledge, a familiar generational complaint: They
worry that k1.dS today lack gumption and spine. Young people no longer walk uphill both ways to
school; they just sit in their rooms staring at their iPhones and occasionally virtue-signaling.
Today's generation is swaddled in a cult of "safetyism." Young people, Haidt and Lukianoff
assert, believe that "what doesn't kill you makes you weaker. So avoid pain, avoid discomfort,
avoid all potentially bad experiences." Kids fear adversity, when they should embrace it.

The Coddling of the American Mind may claim to stand for bold new ideas, but it does not
challenge the standard media narratives around free speech on campus. Much of Lukianoff and
Haidt's narrative is a revisiting of the campus free speech debates that have long been popular
fodder for writers at venues like the New York Times, Reason, and The Atlantic (where the essay
that became Coddling first appeared). The University of California—Berkeley protests against
the Middlebury College protests against Charles Murray; the backlash to
Christakis' Halloween letter; the ordeal of Laura Kipnis—each

Milo Yiannopoulos;
hundred op-eds, so the book almost starts to feel like a party
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Northwestern investigated Kipnis for Title [X violations after she wrote an essay in which

she misstated facts about a sexual harassment complaint at Northwestern. The students alleged
that Kipnis' article'amotinted to retaliation against students who had filed complaints against a
philosoply professor for sexual assault. Students whoknow professors will air their cases
publicly ip large venues and mock them will be more afraid to bring sexual assault complaints
undermining Title IX protections. Kipnis was eventually cleared of wrongdoing, and her .
investigation has made her a free-speech cause for many on the right andkcmlcr—righl.
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who want to be "protected” from vigorous debate? Or are they brave women (and not just
women) w ho are coming forward at potentially great personal cost to confront the powerful and
demand justice?*

The authors swear by the trite slogan that adversity makes you stronger. But in practice,
everyone recognizes that, while some life experiences may make you stronger, others diminish
you, _somelimes permanently. Being shelled in war, or suffering sexual abuse, or being wrongly
imprisoned, or being continually screamed at and insulted by your boss at ‘work—these aren't
gTOMh experiences. Some people, sometimes, can find ways to overcome hardship. But that's a
credit to their strength and spirit, not a sign that everyone needs more therapeutic misery in our

lives.

Luldapoff and Haidt implicitly acknowledge this. As the [example] of Murray...show[s], their
book is filled with instances of adversity visited upon college professors—adversity that the

authors cast not as a growth opportunity, but as injustice.

<>

Lukianoff and Haidt talk a good bit about cognitive bias, repeatedly urging students not to trust
their feelings, and to be aware of their presuppositions and sympathies. The authors carefully
delineate their own political positions on the center left. But they don't appear to consider how
their age and professions might influence their analysis. The authors are both older men who
lecture at colleges; their student days are behind them. They are therefore more inclined (and
certainly more incentivized) to identify with professors, and have trouble seeing the courage,

resilience, and intellectual daring of students.

A good example of this bias appears toward the end of the book, when the authors approvingly
quote the University of Chicago's Zimmer. "How are high schools doing in preparing students to
be students in a college of open discourse and free argumentation?" Zimmer asks rhetorically.
His answer is, "not well." Zimmer positions himself and the university that he leads as
champions for free speech and intellectualism, dragging those barbarous, closed-minded students

through the gate of knowledge.

Zimmer's self-presentation does not accurately capture his relationship with students, though, nor
his relationship with free speech. Starting in 2010, student and community activists staged a
lengthy campaign to try to get the University of Chicago to install a trauma center at the
university hospital. Gun violence on Chicago's South Side was and remains a crisis, and when a

Level 1 trauma facility closed in 1991, shooting victims often had to travel 10 miles to reach a

treatment facility.
At one point, nine protesters, including one student, occupied the University of Chicago hospital
demanding to speak with Zimmer. Instead of engaging in a free-spirited, open debate, Zimmer
ducked the meeting, and the protesters were arrested.
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powerful institutions as childish caterwauling. The result is that they end up telling students that
the only way they can truly be brave and adventurous is by obeying authority and doing what

they're told.

Rather than trembling in fear of their students, maybe professors and op-ed writers would do
peqer to try to learn ﬁom young people speaking out against sexual assault, racism, and
indifference to suffering. If student protest doesn't kill Haidt and Lukianoff, maybe it will make

them stronger—and perhaps better in other ways as well.
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Borm b Comedy as Political Resistance

By Jeremy McLellan
CATO UNBOUND - April 1, 2017

Several years ago, in 303 AD, a pagan ¢ e )
under the viciously z\nli-(‘llrislias g’:;::);“;)dil;‘:l;;‘:‘:‘le‘:)fsﬂ)es:m be_gan h?s career in Rome
powers (hm. be, f_i-Dawg. as his friends called him, wr-ote af)‘i;a :0 l’zligrana‘e. h!ms_elfwithum
perlon_ned it hcm_re the Emperor. In the middle of the show, wﬁiletcec ljglChnsnanuy am!
Genesius had a vision of the risen Christ, stopped the show‘convenede:wgira. n.mc‘k baptism,
denounced the Emperor. He was immediately tortured and ;xeculed Fo(: thislsnm;‘ty, x?nd
gel;esli}lsg]f Rolme is ;'cnemted as the patron saint of comedy by the-notoﬁou;;tgo.,;desas‘“::rtd "
atholic Church, not least because, if 4 i i e 3 .
o there’s one thing comedians fear, it’s being murdered for

»

A
Since then, the relationship between comedy and political power has been fraught with f
controversy, with no signs of letting up. As a political comedian, I'm often asked the same
questions: What's the role of comedy in effecting social and political change? Should comedians
be activists or unbiased? Are certain topics off-limits, or is the whole point of comedy tobe L
offensive? Should comics give their real opinions, or should they “stick to being funny” and / |
leave policy to the experts? §

These questions are not limited to comedy, of course, but strike at the very heart of the culture .
wars. Today, debates about offensiveness, free speech, social justice, safe spaces, ?
marginalization, privilege, and the oft-touted rule of “punching up” dominate the discourse, and :
not a day goes by without a viral video of “Comedian DESTROYS Trump” or a “problematic*

comic being called out for an offensive tweet and forced to apologize.

What’s missing from such debates, and what I hope to provide in this essay, is an account of ’ /
comedy as inherently subversive to any incarnation of human conceit. Our attempt to render the
world intelligible through language, social rules, moral codes, and the organization of human
activity is both necessary and inherently unstable and provisional. Our best attempts to doso
routinely crash against reality. Our plans get ruined. We misunderstand each other. Arrogan
people make fools of themselves. We use bad logic. We have thoughts we knoware wri ur
bodies fall apart. Moral busybodies are exposed as hypocrites. Weird things happen during sex.
Bosses take themselves too seriously and then fart in board meetings. Children snatch the hats

off popes and interrupt BBC Skype interviews about geopolitics.

=

(In fact, while writing this essay in the airport, I lost track of time, missed my flight, and ended

up on a different plane sitting next to a guy who spent two hours vomiting into a bag.
That’s reality.) 0

Comedians are the champions of that reality. We are the ambassadors of absurdity, a ltni‘;ﬂ:;“"
Order of St. Genesius hell-bent on undermining human arrogance. oA t,"q)em,;:-(:form,y
academic field, but at recognizing the absurdities that lie within all of 'the‘l‘n. As a:esire o e o 4
comedy is inherently anti-authoritarian. As Stanley Hauerwas once saidglR

: jtical-resistance/
https://www.cato-unbound.org/2017/04/01 /jeremy-mclelIan/bombmg-stage-comedY'Pol“‘“] i
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- Today’s free thinkers are tomorrow’s dictators, and comedians Who find
t]lel?lSCIVeS allied with activist causes must be aware of their causes” corrupting influence-
Activists make for fair-weather fans, as art is praised as helpful propaganda or else condemm:-d
as ‘fproblematic." Once an artist finds their success relies on appealing to a specific audience S
prejudices and goals, the temptation to become a team mascot is hard to resist. Fans who loved
you for speaking truth to power will suddenly turn on you when they wish to wield power
without scrutiny. As George Carlin said, “Everyone appreciates your honesty...until you're
honest with them. Then you’re an asshole.” Which is not to say that being an asshole is alwﬂy§
good or that problematic art is always valuable, but rather, that all art is necessarily problematic

insofar as it bears witness to a reality that resists being solved.
Take, for example, my most popular bit about the wage gap.
[This article includes an embedded YouTube video, “Jeremy. McLellan: 77 cents.”]

I inevitably get the same question after the show: Is the joke against the idea of the wage gap or
for it? What do you really think? These questions are fine to ask, and it’s always nice to start
debates. In fact, there’s a great show called Unsafe Space run by Lou Perez and Toby Muresianu
where comedians perform material on a controversial topic, followed by a panel discussion of
actual experts on said topic. And yes, I'm specifically mentioning it so Toby feels obligated to

book me.

ot to push an agenda. I don’t care whether you agree with
women mad, then happy, then mad, then happy, to
knock you off kilter and surprise you with absurd logic. That’s it. Of_course, "‘“ﬁ‘oﬁtarian,s of all
stripes will never stop demanding that jokes be translated into unequivocal prose o o
judged as supporting or against their worldview. You can spot these tiresome bores becay; =
begin every sentence with “‘so you’re saying that” followed by something yoy e = se the
again, if such translation were possible, comedy wouldn’t exist. 1d. But
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Take, for example, the recent furor over \\_I\elhcr Dave Chapelle’s Netflix specials were
homophobic and transphobic. Homophobia and traqsphobia, are, like all ideas and systems,
poorly fit onto the reality of the gay and trans experience, as well as the reality of straight cis
men attempting to come to terms with what is to them a new, unexpected reality. The mismatch
between the two has long been fodder for comedians eager to dismantle those systems by
ebrating the reality such bigotries attempt to deny. The story of social progress has meant
replacing those outdated tropes with a new system of ideas, language, moral codes, and social

rules. When a comedian takes the side of an old dominant paradigm against that messy reality, it
offends the inhabitants of that reality.

But as much as we'd like to think otherwise, every system is a poor fit. There is no escaping
absurdity. The new regime of political correctness will suffer the same fate. Contradictions and
absurdities will arise (and already have) and an emerging paradigm that cannot tolerate jokes
being made at its expense is not one that will survive for long. The rules of PC culture may have

been created to more closely match the reality of human experience (or maybe not), but there is
always a remainder.

To answer their calling, comedians must assert their independence and resist becoming either
soothing court jesters to the powerful or propagandists for activist causes. AS artists, the-
temptations of Leviathan are hard to resist, as are those of its opponents. But !.evnaﬂmn isnota
specific regime, a set of people, or even an ideology. It is the physical embodiment of the human
conceit that we can understand the world perfectly, that domination can ever be successful, zl
rebellions can be put down forever, that an artist can truly fulfill his purpose by performing
an emperor and against his victims. VU ‘;} y
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This article has been edited for brevity.

Andrew B. Myers / The Atlantic

The Coddling of the American Mind

In the name of emotional well-being, college students are increasingly demanding
protection from words and ideas they don’t like. Here’s why that’s disastrous for

education—and mental health.

Story by Greg Lukianoff and Jonathan Haidt

THE ATLANTIC — SEPTEMBER 2015 ISSUE

Something strange is happening at America’s colleges and universities. A movement is

arising, undirected and driven largely by students, to scrub campuses clean of words, ideas,
and subjects that might cause discomfort or give offense. Last December, Jeannie Suk wrote
in an online article for The New Yorker about law students asking her fellow professors at
Harvard not to teach rape law—or, in one case, even use the word violate (as in “that

violates the law”) lest it cause students distress. In February, Laura Kipnis, a professor at

Northwestern University, wrote an essay in The Chronicle of Higher Education describing a

https://www.theatlemtic.com/magazine/ archive/2015/ 09/the—coddling-of-the-american-mind/399356/ =
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Two terms have risen quickly from obscurity into common campus parlance.
Micraaggressions are small actions or word choices that seem on their face to have no

malicious intent but that are thought of as a kind of violence nonetheless. For example, by
ession to ask an Asian American or Latino

some campus guidelines, it is a microaggr

Ameri

American.

can “Where were you born?,” because this implies that he or she is not a real
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Some recent campus actions border on the surreal. In April, at Brandeis University, the

Asian American student association sought to raise awareness of microaggressions against

Asians through an installation on the steps of an academic hall. The installation gave

examples of microaggressions such as “Aren’t you supposed to be good at math?” and “I’'m

colorblind! T don’t see race.” But a backlash arose among other Asian American students,
who felt that the display itself was a microaggression. The associ

installation, and its president wrote an e-mail to the entire student body apologizing to

ation removed the

anyone who was “triggered or hurt by the content of the microaggressions.”
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This new climate is slowly being institutionalized, and is affecting what can be said i
classroom, even as a basis for discussion. During the 2014-15 school year, for instarl\:e‘heh
deans and department chairs at the 10 University of California system schools were A
pr-esented by administrators at faculty leader-training sessions with examples of
microaggressions. The list of offensive statements included: “America is the land of

opportunity” and “I believe the most qualified person should get the job.”

The press has typically described these developments as a resurgence of political
correctness. That’s partly right, although there are important differences between what’s
happening now and what happened in the 1980s and ’90s. That movement sought to restrict
speech (specifically hate speech aimed at marginalized groups), but it also challenged the
literary, philosophical, and historical canon, seeking to widen it by including more-diverse
perspectives. The current movement is largely about emotional well-being. More than the
last, it presumes an extraordinary fragility of the collegiate psyche, and therefore elevates
the goal of protecting students from psychological harm. The ultimate aim, it seems, is to
turn campuses into “safe spaces” where young adults are shielded from words and ideas that
make some uncomfortable. And more than the last, this movement seeks to punish anyone
who interferes with that aim, even accidentally. You might call this impulse vindictive

protectiveness. It is creating a culture in which everyone must think twice before speaking

up, lest they face charges of insensitivity, aggression, or worse.
We have been studying this development for a while now, with rising alarm...The dangers
that these trends pose to scholarship and to the quality of American universities are

significant; we could write a whole essay detailing them. But in this essay we focus on a
different question: What are the effects of this

2 Does it benefit the people it is supposed to hel;
or more in a community that polices unintentional

ature, and in many other ways
ontrol by campus

new protectiveness on the students
p? What exactly are students

themselves

learning when they spend four years
s warning labels on works of classic liter:
n be forms of violence that require strict ¢

ors and prosecutors?

slights, place
conveys the sense that words ca
authorities, who are expected to act as both protect




image4.jpeg
mon in education circles: Don’t teach students what to think; teach
s ing com!
There’s @ sayin

to think. The idea g0€S . : .
f teaching that fosters critical thinking, in part by encouraging

back at least as far as Socrates. Today, what we call the
them hoW

tic method is a way O

o + own unexamined beliefs, as well as the received wisdom of those

students to question thei

5 “ ¢
tioning sometimes leads to discomfort, and even to anger, on he
n. Such ques g
around ther

way to understanding.

But vindictive protectiveness teaches students to think in a very different way. It prepares

them poorly for professional life, which often demands intellectual engagement with people
and ideas one might find uncongenial or wrong. The harm may be more immediate, t00. A
campus culture devoted to policing speech and punishing speakers is likely to engender
patterns of thought that are surprisingly similar to those long identified by cognitive
behavioral therapists as causes of depression and anxiety. The new protectiveness may be

teaching students to think pathologically.

Higher Education’s Embrace of “Emotional Reasoning”
Burns defines emotional reasoning as assuming “that your negative emotions necessarily
reflect the way things really are: ‘I feel it, therefore it must be true.” > Leahy, Holland, and
McGinn define it as letting “your feelings guide your interpretation of reality.” But, of
course, subjective feelings are not always trustworthy guides; unrestrained, they can cause
people to lash out at others who have done nothing wrong. Therapy often involves talking

yourself down from the idea that each of your emotional responses represents something
true or important.

Emotional reasoning dominates many campus debates and discussions. A claim that
someone’s words are “offensive” is not just an expression of one’s own subjective feeling of
offendedness. It is, rather, a public charge that the speaker has done something objectively

wrong. It is a demand that the speaker apologize or be punished by some authority for
committing an offense.
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